I have gathered a posie of other men's flowers, And nothing but the thread that binds them is my own.
To initiate social undertakings of various kinds, to found hospitals, medical societies, colleges and universities -all these need men of courage, vision and enterprise. They have to be as undaunted as that famous creature, Robert the Bruce's spider. And who is to say to what extent that arachnid's capacity for endurance was influenced by the toughening qualities of Ulster's unpredicable and exasperating climate?
The view of modern Belfast from McArt's fort shows a great city spreading far beyond its Parliamentary boundaries utp the Lagan valley and to the flanking hills of Antrim and Down. It gives little idea of the original small town at the river crossing, still less of the site on which Belfast arose. This was at all times flat and swampy. In winter floods must have been widespread. To get any idea of it it is necessary to take away bridges and their approaches, to remove quays which have been repeatedly widened, and to excavate and inundate reclaimed land. The east bank of the Lagan can be traced close to the first mile or so of the Co. Down Railway track to the north-east of what is now called Bridge End, and then upstream by the Short Strand and Ravenhill to about the site of the present Ormeau Bridge. The western shore is more difficult. Great sloblands lay in the area now covered by docks, Corporation Street and York Street. A more solid strip of ground then projected eastwards towards the Down side and is today the Ann Street, High Street and Waring Street area, ending at the west side of Victoria Street. The tip represented by the Ann Street-Victoria Street intersection most closely approached the opposite bank, and here there was a sandbank which provided a ford at low water. The stream that ran down what is now the middle of High Street was perhaps what made the sand build up at this point.
South of the sandbank the estaurine waters of the Lagan and the Blackstaff spread widely. The Blackstaff was so wide that the lowest place at which it could first be bridged in former days was the point to which the tide still rises -the Great Salt Water Bridge of Belfast, literally underneath the present Boyne Bridge.
From this apex the Blackstaff widened until it made its junction with the Lagan by an opening that is now represented to the north by the north-east corner of Victoria Square and to the south by the present outfall in the gasworks estate. Such was the watery wilderness that provided the site of Belfast. The ford across the Lagan here was one of the type called in the Gaelic a Farset -a tidal ford. The little stream just north of it thus became known as the Farset River. Bealefarset was therefore the place at the mouth of this river, and the name became corrupted to its modern form. The site was of strategic importance to many people: native Irish, Normans and later planters. But it was the Chichesters who eventually caused a small town to be built here. It got its first Charter in 1613. A map of 1660 gives some idea of it and its five named streets: High Street, Waring Street, North Street, Bridge Street and Skipper Street. It had earthen walls, though there was masonry at the gates. There was no bridge across the Lagan, though this was under consideration. The only building of importance was the Castle. It stood on the site now occupied by the British Home Stores, and it is interesting to see how the entrance to the grounds and the entrance to the building still correspond to present day topographical features. Such was Belfast when it was first mentioned in medical affairs.
When Robert Esler, then Senior Physician to the Ulster Hospital, addressed the Ulster Medical Society during the 1886-87 session on the early history of medicine in Belfast, he did what many have done since, and quoted extensively from George Benn's monumental history of the town, which had been published ten years earlier. Benn had described how, under the Cromwellian Government, Ireland had been divided into fifteen Precincts, of which Belfast and Carrickfergus, with the Counties of Antrim, Down and Armagh, formed one, and he, in turn, quotes a letter to the Commissioners at Belfast on 22nd September, 1651, in which they were informed that
If there be want of a Doctor and Apothecary amongst you and you can find fit and able persons for that purpose we leave to you the choice of them and the granting of their salaries, only limiting you in this that you exceed not £100 yearly to the Doctor, nor £50 yearly to your Apothecary.
The next matter to which Esler referred, and again Benn is the source, is the Great Military Hospital of the Williamite campaign.
Schomberg, said Esler, had landed 10,000 men at Bangor on 13th August, 1689, and William and Mary had just been proclaimed in Belfast, through which James's troops had recently marched.. This town became winter quarters in 1689 for the army which had been at Dundalk on duty. Thomas Pottinger, the Governor, asserts that at his own expense he furnished a hospital and storehouse for the men on their return to winter quarters, and here the sick were attended to during the early months of 1690, and prepared for the deadly conflict in which they were so soon to be engaged on the banks of the Boyne.
Benn quotes several Petitions in full, but an extract from one will suffice to show the economic position. from the camp to the Hospital to look after them, and it is said that, between November and the following May, 3,762 men died in it. Fever spread from the military patients to the civilian population, and Story records that he has sometimes stood upon the street (of Belfast) and seen ten or a dozen corpses of the townspeople go by in little more than half-an-hour. It is hardly surprising that this hospital was closed on the completion of the successful campaign. An unpublished paper by R. M. Young has preserved a frivolous detail. A surgeon at the Military Hospital kept a flock of ducks fed on poultices, but they proved a drug on the market on this diet becoming known.
At that time Belfast was certainly not without its doctors to meet the needs of the ordinary civilian population on a paying basis. And it can hardly be supposed that those who could not pay were just left quietly to die, but in many respects the medical canvas of the period is a blank. There was no corporate medical life such as is now represented by the British Medical Association or the Ulster Medical Society. There was no hospital of any kind. There was no thought that some day there would be an important medical school with an influential Faculty. It is difficult to disentangle the threads represented by such a mixed growth, yet the attempt is worthwhile, for the story is a fascinating one.
While there must have been many instances of religious or private charity which went unrecognised in those early days, the first glimmerings of any organised philanthropy date from the 17th century, when Edward Holmes, Burgess, dyed in June, 1631, and left to the poor decayed inhabitans of belfast 40 lib.
"Poor decayed inhabitans" is the only name given to those considered in need of help. The complexities of the vast social problem were seen only in terms of general hardship. The He was also rich enough to purchase the Manor of Chelsea from Lord Cheyne, and so became the landlord of his old haunt, the Physic Garden. During his lifetime he granted it to the Society of Apothecaries at a rent of £5 in perpetuity, provided that at least 2,000 new plants were presented to the Royal Society, a target long since far surpassed.
This quiet oasis on the Chelsea Embankment is still a beautiful garden, and still provides colleges, university departments and medical schools all over the Metropolitan area with teaching material. Today the statue of Sir Hans looks out over the pleasant acres where he first learned his Materia Medica, and from which many, usually quite unwittingly, still learn their botany. Hans Crescent, Sloane Street and Sloane Square may commemorate his name, but he is to be for ever associated with the British Museum and the Chelsea Physic Garden.
Sloane died in Chelsea in 1753. For half a lifetime he had been part of an intellectual society that had included Newton, Ray, Boyle, Sydenham, Wren and Locke. His headstone, erected by his daughters, still stands on the Chelsea Embankment near the Old Parish Church, and not far from his beloved Physic Garden.
After the magnificence of Sloane and his contemporaries, dominating as they did, the scientific and medical life of London, a return to the modest affairs of Belfast, then a remote Ulster country market town, is almost painful, but even in those days, the change to country air and the smells of the sea and of turf fires and an altogether simpler and less sophisticated way of life, may have represented the same sort of thing as it means to town dwellers today to get away from it all.
Socially the need for something more than the Poores Money was becoming evident to the ordinary people of Belfast. In August, 1752, a number of men met in the "George" Inn to consider of a proper way to raise a sum for building a poorhouse and hospital.
They were merchants of the parish together with the vicar and some of the local medical practitioners. They were men who had business connections with the ports and manufacturing centres of Britain or the Continent, or who had studied in the medical schools and universities of Dublin, Edinburgh or Glasgow. The Lord of the Manor, the Chichester of the day, had no doubt travelled more widely, but it was not contemplation of the Colosseum by moonlight that was to initiate the Belfast Charitable Scheme, but more intimate contact with the problems of the poor, and especially a knowledge of the voluntary hospital movement, then astir in other parts of the British Isles.
It was almost twenty years before they had funds sufficient to build and open the lovely Georgian building known today as Clifton House, and then the President and Assistants of the Belfast Charitable Society, as the members of the corporate body were, and still are, called, had to learn in the hard school of experiment what it meant to relieve hardship. It is a historical fact that they provided hospital beds, an out-patient dispensary and a scheme for the outdoor relief of poverty, that the doctors of the town offered their services free, that for many years the Society was responsible for the water supply of Belfast, that it was here that orphaned children were first apprenticed to the mechanised cotton industry and that all this was done on a voluntary basis. What is of especial interest now is that, because all the philanthropic work of the town was in the hands of this one Society, they were able to see it as a whole, and then analyse it into its various parts. Hardship was seen to cover many things. Poverty had many causes. The failure of the local harvest could be the ruination of the poor, for wages were fixed, and bore no relation to the cost of living in a year when prices were high, while to conspire to The Charitable Society gradually began to grasp the intricacies of their work. They had to deal with poverty, with the aged and infirm of the parish, with orphaned and abandoned children, with vagrants and sturdy beggars, with insanity, with prostitution. And they had to raise the money to do all this. They were, furthermore, responsible for the day-to-day medical and surgical care of those who could not afford to pay for their own doctoring. Many of these tasks they continued to perform for years, and today, as is well known, Clifton House, to give it its modern name, is a home for the elderly. It was some years before it was realised that the Charitable Society's Poorhouse with its many other obligations could not alone meet the medical needs of the rapidly growing town. The society that was to evolve into the modern Royal Victoria Hospital had a modest enough beginning. Those who first thought of it can hardly have imagined what was to be the outcome of their original intentions.
We are informed, said the News-Letter of 6-10th April, 1792, that there is an idea of forming a public DISPENSARY in the Town, for the purpose of supplying with Medicine and Attendance in their own houses, Labourers and Artists, reduced to poverty by sickness -It is said that an annual subscription of 100 guineas applied in this manner, would relieve 600 individuals. The Scheme is likewise intended to embrace a HUMANE SOCIETY.
The ideal of a humane society, that is, an organisation for the resuscitation of the apparently drowned, marks the personal interest of Doctor James McDonnell, and indeed this had been the subject of his thesis to the University of Edinburgh.
It is interesting to know that one of the earliest meetings held to discuss the new charity was held in the Donegall Arms Hotel, which had been rebuilt in 1786, and is still in use as part of John Robb's shop. The first Consultant Physicians were to be Doctor Haliday and Doctor Mattear, the Attending Physicians to be Doctor McDonnell and Doctor White, while the Attending Surgeons were to be Mr. Fuller and Mr. McClelland. Premises were to be rented, but, in the event, the work of the Dispensary was carried on from the Charitable Society's Poor-House for several years, so that the identities of the two medical staffs at that period are far from distinct.
There is a good account of Doctor Alexander Haliday in Benn's History of Belfast. He was the son of a Presbyterian Minister of Rosemary Street Congregation, and was, in his time, one of the foremost physicians in Belfast. He was a poet of some note, and the composer of a tragedy. He was physician to both the Charitable Society and the Dispensary. The Belfast Re'ading Society, which later became the Belfast Library and Society for Promoting Knowledge, and which is better known today by its shorter title, the Linenhall Library, because of its early home in the White Linen Hall, was founded in 1788, and though he was not one of the original members, Alexander Haliday was appointed first President in 1792. Young records of Haliday that he used, jocosely, to compare himself to a huntsman, "always in at the death", and that he charged a guinea a mile. He lived in stirring times. In 1770, the Hearts of Steel, a secret society whose activities were directed mainly against absentee landlords, attempted to burn down the house of Waddell Cunningham, who had arrested one of their number for maiming cattle. Doctor Haliday tried to restore peace, and finally went to the military barracks to secure the release of the prisoner or offer himself as a hostage. Fighting broke out at the barrack gates, but Haliday was able to persuade the military to stop firing.
There was much political unrest. The days of the United Irishmen followed hard on the period of the Volunteer movement, and constitutional hopes of reform eventually gave way to the open rebellion of 1798. That year Haliday wrote to his friend, Lord Charlement: Government, he said, after turning our aged, infirm and infant Poor, out of our Poor-House, to their and our great annoyance and distress, insist on our selling it to them in perpetuity; we should take them at their word; or under the present Code, they may take it for nothing; as it was built, as a very great expense, in the most elevated situation this Town afforded, it will make a good citadel; as for the old inhabitants I think it would be right to compel them all, men, women, & children to become United Irishmen, and then either hang them for being such, or transport them for life to Arabia Petrea where those who ask'd for bread will be sure at least to get a stone . . You ask what religious aid Haliday had . . . Three nights before he died Bruce and I played cards with him, & the very night that was his last he played out the rubber. Now, he said, the game is finished, and the last act near a close; blessed the departing guest and sent his love to her sister, was helped up to bed, comforted his wife, spoke of the blessing her sister and Wm. had been to them the last gloomy winter -and the rest you know.
The other quotation is from his will, where, after making considerable allowances to his wife he added:
I leave her also a Legacy of £100 by way of atonement for the many unmerciful scolds I have thrown away upon her at the Whist Table; and I further bequeath to my said dear wife the sum of £500 in gratitude for her never having given on any other occasion from her early youth till this hour any just cause to rebuke or complain of her, and I further leave to my said dear wife a further sum of £100 as an acknowledgement of her goodness in devoting an hour or two every evening, WHICH SHE COULD HAVE SO MUCH BETTER EMPLOYED, to amuse me with a game of Picket when we happened to be alone, after my decayed eyesight would not longer enable me to write or read much by candle light.
According to Malcolm, In Stephenson and McDonnell we find two of the great names of early Belfast medicine. They were already well known in the town, for Stephenson had been working at both the Poorhouse and the Dispensary, while McDonnell was one of the founders of the latter charity. Now each was to make his name as a consultant, and as a physician on the staff of a hospital, though in those days there was probably little prestige attached to the holding of such a post, unlike the years that lay ahead.
There is a long biographical note about Stephenson on the back of a faded photograph of his portrait in Clifton House. the Greyabbey Volunteers. He resigned his spiritual charge in 1785. He then settled in Belfast where he soon had an extensive practice, succeeding to the position formerly held by the now ageing Haliday, and was to become renowned for his skill in the management of the infectious fevers. It is interesting in this connection to discover that his thesis to the University of Edinburgh showed his early interest in these diseases, for the subject was "De Typho" -"About Typhus". It is said that out of the first sixty fever cases admitted to his care in the little fever hospital, only one died. In recognition of his high character for public spirit and private charity, the General Synod of Ulster in 1818 replaced his name on the Ministerial roll, though he had exercised no clerical duties for over thirty years.
Other facets of his career are worth mention, for in the multiplicity of his activities he was typical of many of the physicians of his day. He took an interest in the manufacture of china in Belfast, and was a partner in a local pottery. He was an amateur archaeologist of note, and had a considerable personal collection of valuable antiquities. He was one of the first elected Board of visitors of the Academical Institution, was Vice-President of the Belfast Reading Society, and a President of the Literary Society. He lived for a time in Waring Street, and died in 1833 at the age of ninety-one. Like so many of the doctors of his time, medicine was far from his only interest. He had a large library of his own, and a noteworthy collection of objects of botanical and geological interest. One of his books was a gift from the Marchioness of Londonderry, and contained a dedicatory inscription because of the valuable advice he had given her in recommending that her children be nursed by herself, and thereby discouraging the pernicious custom of employing wet nurses. He found time to write a paper on the differential pulse, and it is said that he almost lost his life in doing so. Some authorities state that he anticipated the opinions of Corrigan on aortic reflux, and that the eponym might well have been his. Another of his papers was entitled "Account of a Descent in a Diving Bell".
His appearance, it is recorded, was well known to every one of the inhabitants, as he always went about clothed in drab-coloured knee-breeches and white stockings. When travelling, he would always be seen sitting beside his servant "Mike", and reading a book through a magnifying glass held in his hand. "Mike" was as well known as Sir Astley Cooper's Jew-driver was; he always considered that he and the doctor were joint partners or at least expressed himself as such; he imbibed the doctor's tastes, and especially that of forming a Museum of Natural History, which he made in his room, often borrowing from his master different articles that he took a fancy to. After the doctor's death he returned to his native Glens, and being long associated with the Doctor, the natives thought that he had acquired the same skill in treating diseases that his master had, and sought his advice constantly, which was always given, often successfully, for he had obtained a number of his master's recipes, which he marked as useful in certain complaints.
There are included in this note some quotations from a letter by James McDonnell's son, John, the Dublin surgeon.
I very often drove my father in his old gig while he read, but I never knew him to use a magnifying glass for the purpose; and his man, MICK, a perfect original, would not be recognised by his numerous friends by the name of Mike . . . I remember, as vividly as if it were not ten years ago, taking a night ride from Belfast to Cushendall with my father seventy-years since. We left home about midnight, and arrived at Garron Point at dawn of a summer's morning. We tied our horses to bushes, and scrambled up to the extremity of the promontory; and I fancy that I can see at this moment the noble view of the North Channel, bounded on the East by a long stretch of Wigtownshire, Ailsa, Arran, and the ancient possessions of my Highland forefathers, Cantyre, Isla, and Jura, and by the Antrim coast on the West, some stars still glimmering in the deep blue over the lovely Ardclinis; and that I hear the dash of the waves, the scream of the seagulls, and the wild sweet whistle of the curlews.
On this occasion my father told me that, when settled in Belfast, and till his professional engagements rendered it impossible, he paid his mother a visit at this house once a fortnight. He left home at midnight, found a fresh horse waiting for him at Glenarm, spent some hours lying on a sofa talking to his mother, and rode back to Belfast within the 24 hours -a ride of about 100 English miles. He died at his home in Donegall Place in 1845 at the age of 83, and was buried at Layde on the Antrim coast, just north of Cushendall, in the graveyard where his ancestors had been buried for centuries. His bust is to be seen in the Royal Victoria Hospital and in the Ulster Museum. It shows a man of deep sensitivity, as if he were searching the very firmament of heaven for the answers to the questioning of his ever-active mind.
One of the factors that may have brought about the failure of the first Fever Hospital may have been the very modesty of its start with a fund of some £58. Further, according to R. H. Hunter, both Stephenson and McDonnell contracted typhus, and, finally, the political events of the times, culminating in the rebellion of 1798, so unsettled the economic status of both the town and its inhabitants that closure was probably inevitable. It seems likely that the establishment had an actual working life of only some six months. In October, 1799, the Hospital was re-opened in three houses in West Street. The Physician was James McDonnell, and he was joined in 1801 by Doctor S. S. Thomson. Individual subscriptions, charity sermons, concerts and balls were the financial foundations on which the charity depended, and it is difficult today to realise the obstacles then in the way of raising the modest sum of £200 a year which was the actual sum expended. This worked out at a cost of 9d. per patient per day.
By 1810 the lease of the West Street property was due to expire, but the Fever Hospital had by then become a more fixed part of Belfast life, and was on a surer if still unpretentious financial footing. It was therefore decided to build a new hospital, and a site in Frederick Street was granted by the Marquis of Donegall. The foundation stone was laid by him on 5th June, 1815, and the premises were dedicated to the sick and to the art of medicine. The following year, while typhus and relapsing fever were raging in the town, patients were hastily admitted into the new hospital, although, we are told, the walls were still wet, and the staircase scarcely secure. At the same period Charitable Dispensaries were established in various parts of Belfast, and there was a general acceptance of the principle that the staff of the hospital would be elected from those who had served in the dispensaries. The functions of the General Hospital and the Dispensaries, side by side, thus anticipated the plan of the subsequent Irish Poor Law system. The affairs of the General Hospital had now reached what would be called today the point of no return. A. G. Malcolm, the Medical Historian, and a physician on its staff has recorded its history in a delightful volume. It grew. It became the home of the Belfast Medical Society and afterwards of the Ulster Medical Society. James McDonnell gave the first clinical lecture there in 1827. It became the Royal Belfast Hospital in 1875. At last, in 1903, with Belfast and its population growing at a rate which was phenomenal even for the days of the Industrial Revolution, it could no longer take its share of the medical and surgical work of the city, and was replaced by the Royal Victoria Hospital on the Grosvenor Road site. Today nothing is left of it, not even the foundation stone has been recovered. But men such as Haliday, Stephenson, McDonnell, Thomson and Malcolm established a tradition of which any medical centre might well be proud.
The evolution of the Royal Victoria Hospital, as it is today, is, of course, the story of only one institution. There is the long story of the Lying-in Hospital that became the Royal Maternity. The Irish Poor Law gave birth to the Union Infirmary, and thus to the present City Hospital. There are the Mater Ihfirmorum and the two Children's Hospitals to be included as well as the Benn, the Ophthalmic, the Samaritan and other special hospitals that have played their parts. Some continue to do so, others have disappeared in the evolving scheme of the Northern Ireland Hospitals Authority's service. However, the Royal Victoria remains the main teaching hospital, and is thus the successor to the one which, in its various stages Tnij. INsrITUTON,'FJtXF A PLATiE ENGRAVRD ABOUVT'1855 of development, was most concerned with the early days of the local medical school.
But the whole question of medical teaching in Belfast antedates the first clinical lecture given by James McDonnell in the General Hospital in 1827, and the medical school may well have been built on a foundation that is unique in these islands.
In 1$10 the Belfast Academical Institution was founded. As Malcolm points out, it is thus considerably younger than the Belfast Academy, which was opened in 1786, because Notwithstanding the facilities for complete education which this establishment possessed, the demand for more extensive institutions which would include provision for disseminating that species of knowledge so necessary for the lower classes who were engaged in manufactures, mechanics, or agriculture, became a prevailing idea about the year 1806, and first suggested to the friends of literature in this town the project of the Academical Institution.
It had a more fortunate start in life than the impoverished Factory Row Fever Hospital. When it was opened in 1814, Doctor William Drennan gave the address.
The object of the Academical was, and is, he said, shortly and simply, this -to diffuse as widely as possible throughout the province and population of Ulster the benefits of education, both useful and liberal, and by that means to prevent the hard and disgraceful necessity, in such a great and prosperous community, in sending their children to seek in other countries, with much risque to their health and morals, for that instruction and those literary qualifications and honours which might be equally well attained at home, with evident advantage to the public interest as well as to that of individuals . . . so that in their future progress, in their mature manhood, or even in their declining age, they may stop for a little in their journey of life, and pointing to this building say: "THERE it was we spent our most delightful and instructive days; THERE we were, taught by the best and kindest of masters; GENTLEMEN, Though of opinion that no COMPLETE medical school can be supported in a town of our population, yet I think, along with some enlightened friends both of the Institution and Hospital, that much might be done to render these two establishments, in conjunction, a PREPARATORY school of medicine and surgery, useful and important to the medical youth of Ulster. I am the more confirmed in this opinion, by the acknowledgements of various medical students who attended the anatomical course in the Institution prior to their studying in Edinburgh and Dublin, and who voluntarily have expressed the most lively gratitude, on account of the knowledge thereby acquired, and the facility with which they were in consequence enabled to enter on the minuter details of surgical anatomy, and to follow with clearness the prelections of the Professors in those medical schools.
After Anatomy, the next great objects of medical education are Chemistry and Materia Medica, and whatever obstacles may stand in the way here of practical anatomy, there are none opposed to these branches, which may not be easily surmounted.
Our able Professor of Natural Philosophy intends, I am happy to say, to deliver this winter, a course of lectures on Pharmaceutical Chemistry, in which the medical student will have explained and demonstrated to him by experiments the modes of forming the various chemical preparations and compositions of the Pharmacopoeias, and will also obtain a knowledge of the principles of chemistry in general. It is probable, that a course of this description, and also a regular course of Materia Medica, would prove more extensively useful in Belfast during summer, as the medical schools of the metropolises are then mostly closed, and consequently more medical students are at home, and could avail themselves of the opportunity of attending.
The next subject I wish to turn your attention to, is this. It is of early importance to the student to have an opportunity of observing disease in its various aspects, and hence the utility of his attending an hospital and seeing patients. Much, however, may be seen, while little may be understood, and hence in medical schools, CLINICAL lectures are established, in which, on two nights each week, the cases which the students have been attending in the hospital, are fully explained, the various symptoms and changes of the disease commented on, and the reasons for using the remedies employed pointed out. The student has thus, in an intelligible form, the history, theory and practice connected with the disease fairly brought before him. He sees the case in all its bearings, and of all modes of teaching pathology this is the best. I would therefore suggest the utility of a ward in the hospital being appropriated to the reception of a certain number of patients, to be placed under the care of one or two Physicians, and that clinical lectures be delivered twice a week on the cases of said patients, agreeably to the above remarks. In these lectures, it would be advisable, until a regular course of Materia Medica shall be established, to give, besides the history, &c. of the cases, the history also of the medicines employed, including their chemical properties, medical uses, reasons why employed in the present instance, and so on.
A weekly lecture or two on the surgical cases in the hospital by the Surgeons, would be of great importance; and when a body is opened in such circumstances as to permit of sufficient time, opportunity should be taken to explain the morbid appearances and demonstrate as much of the anatomy of the organs as the limited examination could permit.
I beg leave, Gentlemen, to suggest to your consideration another subject. The Lying-In-Hospital of this . . . though there are at least one hundred and fifty . . . confined in it annually, has not, I believe, been . . . of any use in promoting the study and knowledge of midwifery. Were a properly qualified person . . . this important subject, either in the Hospital . . . , and were medical students, when suffi . . . intrusted, under proper regulations, with . . . cases in that hospital, it would form to such students a most valuable source of improvement, and the poor patients would certainly be in better hands, than in those of our midwives, who are universally ignorant and untaught.
Under present circumstances, the motives which would lead a practioner (sic) to undertake the labour and trouble of giving such lectures as I have alluded to, must originate in professional zeal alone, for emolument is out of the question; but whatever small fees the students might be required to pay, would be usefully disposed of in forming a medical library for the students' use, to be kept at the Hospital or Institution as might be found most beneficial.
The advantages, Gentlemen, to be expected from adopting the above measures, may be considered only as prospective and uncertain, but the experiment is worth trying. Were it known through Ulster that in Belfast a season would be at least as profitably spent in commencing a medical education as it could be in Dublin or Edinburgh, we might reasonably conclude that students would on that account resort to it. I hope I have made it apparent that much lies in our power as a foundation to commence on; I am willing to lend my hand to the oar, and there can be little doubt that others much more able are equally ready to join in the work.
The good effects may not soon be apparent, and yet it may in time lead to the cognizance of Belfast, by the schools of the capitals. Though we are not to look on the privilege of conferring medical degrees, there is nothing I apprehend very quixotic in indulging the hope, that a time may come when a season or two spent here will be considered equivalent to an equal time spent in Edinburgh or Dublin. This is all we could dare to look to, but were that accomplished, it would be a circumstance of great moment to the country.
I shall add nothing more, Gentlemen, on this subject at present. I have addressed you in this public manner, because the subject is one of public concern, and because, though you may be the instruments of bringing into operation the plans I suggest, you would naturally wish that such plans should undergo the security of public opinion.
I have the honour to be, Gentlemen, Your obedient servant, Jas. L. Drummond.
Belfast. Nov. 1, 1826.
What, exactly, did this letter imply? True, Drummond was suggesting that the cases for teaching should be placed for that purpose "under the care of one or two Physicians". Did this justify the interpretation seemingly made by Malcolm that there should be "the regular delivery of clinical lectures by teachers in a medical school"? In short, was teaching to be confined to those who belonged to the staff of the Academical Institution or of some private medical school such as existed in London, Dublin and elsewhere? The Medical Staff of the Hospital were asked their opinion.
Their report, says Malcolm, very properly, and on very adequate grounds, took objection to the plan proposed by Dr. Drummond; but, at the same time stated, that, should it be deemed advisable, clinical lectures in the Hospital, either at the present or any future day, might be undertaken by one or more of the Medical Attendants, in their respective departments, without being liable to the objections to which they referred.
So it came about that, as has been recorded, arrangements were made for the first clinical lecture to be delivered by Doctor James McDonnell on 3rd June, 1827.
In the meantime Drummond continued with his lectures at Inst.
These, says Malcolm, were, it is true, of a popular cast, and students not destined for the profession formed the majority of the classes.
But the number of medical pupils gradually increased, and there were further demands for the formation of a formal medical school.
Fisher and Robb record that in 1829 the Joint Board (of the Managers and Visitors of the Academical Institution) asked the Board of Faculty, and at that time Arts was the only Faculty in the Institution, to report on the advisability of establishing a Faculty of Medicine, and this was strongly recommended. The proposal also had the support of the medical and surgical staffs of the General Hospital. Drummond would at that time have been the only person common to both these bodies. The following year there is again a suggestion that perhaps a private medical school had been under consideration and had been abandoned, because what Fisher and Robb describe as "a deputation from the Belfast School of Medicine and Surgery" made another approach to the Joint Board of the Institution. They pointed out the anxiety of the practitioners in the town to establish a medical school, and put forward a scheme under which the proposed chairs should be filled in the first instance by those of their own number whom they though suitable, but agreeing that their successors should be appointed by the Joint Board and the New Medical Faculty. The Joint Board held that from the start the appointment of the Professors should be in their own hands. Two points probably forced a settlement. There was so little money available that it was inevitable that initially only local men with an established position could afford to accept nomination, while the General Hospital had the whip hand in deciding who would have access to beds there. No one was likely to apply whose local professional status was not already secure.
Support for the formation of a medical school also came from the Belfast Medical Society, but this by its very nature does not necessarily mean the approval of an increased number of medical men over and above those who had already expressed their opinions through other channels. In 1831 it was decided to establish the Faculty. A scheme was prepared by Mr. James Tennant, and after it had been printed was circulated for comment among various medical opinions in Britain. It was finally adopted that year. A sum of £2,000 was raised locally and a further £2,000 was granted by the Government. Drummond was asked to supervise the plans of the architect and by 1835 the Academical Institution had erected a new building intended for a medical school in the rear of the new North Wing.
In the autumn of that year some of the professors were appointed. Drummond now took on Botany as well as Anatomy and Physiology. John McDonnell, son of the great James, was appointed to the Chair of Surgery, but neither he nor Ferrar, the next man to be offered the post, took up their appointmnts. Robert Coffey was the first person to hold the Inst. Chair of Surgery. Thomas Andrews was appointed to the Chair of Chemistry, James D. Marshall to Materia Medica and Pharmacy, and Robert Little to Midwifery and the Diseases of Children. Drummond became the first President of the new Faculty of Medicine.
In 1837 the Belfast Medical School, with its formal teaching at the Academical Institution and its clinical teaching at the General Hospital, was recognised for examination purposes for the diplomas of the College of Surgeons, London, the Faculty of Physicians and Surgeons, Glasgow, Apothecaries Hall, Dublin, the College of Surgeons in Ireland and for the Medical Degrees of the University of London.
It was still the era of those Belfast intellectuals whose talents took them well outside the scope of their business and professional work. Many present-day Belfast societies owe their origins to such men, and, in particular, to the late 18th and early 19th century medical practitioners.
Such a pioneer was Doctor Samuel Smith Thomson who had worked in the old West Street Hospital and then in the General Hospital. He was the first President of the Belfast Medical Society in 1806 and founder and first President of the Anacreontic Society in 1814, now the Belfast Philharmonic Society. By 1834 he had attained such a position of seniority and affection among his colleagues that he was known locally as the Father of the profession and was presented with what has been described as a "massive and splendid" gold snuff box, an interesting relic, for on its base are inscribed the names of the 37 Belfast doctors.
Drummond was cast in a similar mould. It would probably be incorrect to describe him as a kindred spirit, for it is clear that many of his colleagues on the staff of the General Hospital disagreed with him about how the new medical school should be staffed. Nevertheless, like Samuel Smith Thomson and the great James McDonnell, he left additional marks on the intellectual life of Belfast through activities other than medicine. There is a good biographical account of him in the Centenary volume of the Belfast Natural History and Philosophical Society contributed by S. Shannon Millin. His name has an honoured place in the annals of that Society for he was a founder member and the first President, and his portrait still hangs in its lecture room.
James Lawson Drummond was born at Larne in 1783, the son of a naval surgeon. His father died early, and the family moved to Belfast, where he became a pupil at the Academy. He then entered the Navy to serve a surgeon-apprenticeship. He duly completed the full priod of this in spite of the protests of his elder brother, the Rev. William Hamilton Drummond, who had written to his mother and to his sister, Isabella, to express his disapproval.
Ah! B. -Ah! Mother -Could you bear to see your dear James a prisoner in the cockpit, at the mercy of winds, and waves, and cannon balls, after being skeletonised by a miserable servitude of five years over the pestle and mortar? No, no, James, thou deservest a better fate.
And, indeed, so it was to prove. He graduated in Medicine in Edinburgh like so many of the pioneers of the Belfast School, and came to Belfast in 1814, settling in practice in High Street in partnership with his brother-in-law, Doctor Andrew Marshall, who had also been a surgeon in the Royal Navy. He was Physician to the West Street Dispensary and afterwards to the General Hospital, and by 1818 was Professor of Anatomy and Physiology at the Academical Institution, and thus, strange as it sounds today, President of the Faculty of Arts. By 1821 he and his friends had founded the Belfast Natural History Society, and it was meeting regularly in his house, which was now 5 Chichester Street.
He was an active member of that society for many years, and the driving force in the construction of its museum in College Square North, where the exhibits of the Society were housed for many years, and which is still the Society's home and headquarters. His "Letters to a Young Naturalist", published in 1831, did much to stimulate an interest in natural phenomena as a hobby, and it is little wonder that he was able to fill the Chair of Botany at the Inst. Medical School in addition to his other commitments. He was a frequent contributor to the programme of the Natural History Society, sometimes reading two and three papers in a single season, his subjects ranging from "Life", "Native Marine Plants", "The Organs of Hearing in the Lower Animals" and "Contrivances for diffusing Seeds', to the address at the opening of the Museum Buildings. He died in 1853, and was buried at Ahoghill.
Study the Almighty in everything you can, he wrote, and get the truth of everything as far as you can, but have nothing to do with disputes and controversies respecting things that are above human comprehension; for a man may fight about these for his whole life and leave the world possessed of very little wvisdom, little honour and less virtue Consider truth as a gem above all price, as the great reward of your endeavours after knowledge, as your protection from the indulgence of vain and arrogant conceits, and from the equal chance of having your mind crushed to imbecility by childish, absurd, and superstitious fears.
As a relic of the anatomical school at the Academical Institution there remains at least one old dissecting Much of his local fame rests on the tradition that he landed himself in the police court for smashing his patients' windows with his umbrella, but this is based on the firmer foundation that he was far before his time in advocating the value of fresh air, and especially of the night ventilation of bedrooms, in the treatment of pulmonary disease, and in particularly pulmonary tuberculosis. He was a distinguished philologist, and was said to know twenty He was a man of great mind and of great heart, great in human sympathy and affection, and great in his profound belief in the progressive amelioration, both moral and material, of the human race.
The bust of Henry MacCormac by Shakespere Wood is in the Ulster Museum. It shows a face of great character, firm, kindly, and with the level and searching gaze of the philosopher.
The life of Thomas Andrews, the Inst. Professor of Chemistry, is one of unusual interest. Today, chemistry seems a scientific discipline so remote from the practice of medicine that it is difficult to realise that then its study was refused the Chair of Chemistry at the Richmond Medical School in Dublin, and became Professor of Chemistry in Inst. as soon as he had taken his medical degree. He practised medicine in Belfast. Even before he had passed his final examinations he had published a paper on the blood in cholera.
His advice, it is recorded, was always freely given to the poor; and during the famine in 1847 he laboured assiduously among those stricken down by typhus.
He carried out much original research into the nature of ozone, recognising that it was an allotropic form of oxygen, but his main contributions to chemistry were his observations on the liquifaction of gases. In 1849 he was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society. His place in the Hall of Fame is assured. He was not only a Founder Father of the Belfast Medical School, but one of the great men of British chemistry. This was further acknowledged when he was made President of the British Association in 1876. Among his contributions to local societies are to be found papers on "Photography", "Spectrum Analysis", "Analysis of the Bally- If Inst. was the academic pride and joy of Belfast, since local energy had created both the school and the collegiate department, it was a different story in 1849 when the new Queen's College was opened, for it was felt that the new academic body had been foisted on the community by Act of Parliament. It had to win a fresh loyalty, for, of course, it replaced the old faculties of the Institution, being part of the Queen's University in Ireland, which had its other colleges in Cork and Galway. The Medical School was transferred to it, but, because of lack of accommodation, anatomy continued to be taught in Inst. until 1861. But the foundations of the Faculty had been laid long ago at the Academical Institution.
In its short life of fourteen years, says Jamieson, the Medical School turned out about 600 students. (Unfortunately the records are not complete, and the Minutes of the Medical Faculty are as brief as minutes could very well be.)
The need in the new Queen's College was essentially for consolidation. Continuity with the old Inst. school was maintained through three Professors: Burden, Gordon and Andrews. William Burden had still to win his battle for the admission of students to the Lying-In Hospital. Alexander Gordon, famed for the splint with which he treated Colles' fracture of the forearm, and described by Whitla as "The
Master Surgeon" was to remain in his Chair until his retirement in 1886. He then went to live at Ringneill, near Comber, where local tradition has it that the first thing he did when he got there was to throw all his textbooks into the pond in the garden. Thomas Andrews became Professor of Chemistry in Queen's College, and its _ first and only Vice-President. He exercised a profound influence, not only in the medical faculty, but in the whole field of academic politics, and it is recognised that he was one of those who did most to re-establish the school in its new home. This did not interfere with his chemical researches. There can be few students to have passed through Queen's without the firm conviction that it was beneath the old laburnum tree in the quadrangle that Andrews carried out those fundamental experiments on the liquifaction of gases that he considered too dangerous to attempt in the laboratory. This tree still receives special treatment, and the Department of Botany has even arranged for a lineal descendant as a replacement, should the present tree die.
Queen's College and University have since had many distinguished men on the staff, and many have left its cloisters to carry its name afar, but great as these men may have been or may be, and though they continue to add to the credit of the medical school, they hardly rank among the Founding Fathers.
In 1879 the University situation in Ireland fell into the political melting pot. Trinity College, Dublin, managed to ride out the storm, independent and unscathed, but there emerged, instead of the Queen's University in Ireland, the Royal University of Ireland. This was purely an examining body, and the various Queen's Colleges were no longer constituent parts of it. They were thus virtually abandoned to their own devices, and almost perished of financial starvation, but in 1908 there was another academic upheaval. Two new universities were created. In the south, in addition to Trinity College, there was the new National University of Ireland with University Colleges in Dublin, Cork and Galway. In the north, the Queen's University of Belfast was founded. Medical students from Queen's had no longer to go to Dublin to sit for their examinations. The Belfast Medical School had reached full maturity and was at last its own examining body.
In his "Book of Belfast" Robert Marshall recalls Sir William Whitla's Presidential Address to the British Medical Association in 1909 when he said that: a great, glorious and free University has arisen to shower its blessings upon our Province, to carry the lamp of learning, and to bear upon its wings the balm of healing to the remotest parts of our colossal Empire.
The old main building of Queen's College still stands, one of the loveliest pieces of architecture in Belfast. It may be brick, but it is not redbrick. Every trace of the former medical building has disappeared. Does the spirit of the pioneers still .... ,.
Queen's College, Belfast remain? The progress of scientific medicine will no longer allow one man to practise general medicine and specialise at the same time, to write a tragedy, to found an intellectual society, to make scientific discoveries that earn an F.R.S., to take a full part in the political affairs of the day. Most of these activities brought our founders no reward other than the satisfaction of achievement, or a slender teaching honorium. None gained place in an Honours list or had thought of a distinction award.
